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Presidential Scholars Convocation
Keynote Address: "Leading with Passion and Purpose"
Dr. John M. Dunn
March 24, 2010
• Thank you, Nate. You know, I've said it before and after hearing Nate speak, I'll
say it again. My most difficult speaking engagements come when I follow one of
our incredibly talented students. I may have to use a little presidential influence to
change the speaking order in the future.
• Good evening and congratulations to each of you for earning your department's
respect and recognition as well as the highest award a Western Michigan
University undergraduate can receive. And let me add my congratulations to your
families who laid the groundwork for your success and supported you during the
years of hard work that brought you to this point. Please join me in a round of
applause for them…Your faculty mentors as well have been instrumental in your
success and I know how proud they are this evening. Let's add our thanks to them
as well.
• As I look through this evening's program and read information about your
achievements, I am struck by the level and quality of your accomplishments. You
make everyone of us in this room proud and hopeful.
• In the not-too-distant future, you will be Western Michigan University alumni,
and our communities will reap the benefit of seeing you emerge as our next
generation of leaders. In other words, I don't expect this evening to be the last time
I read about you with pride.
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Leadership is a given
• My stated topic this evening is "Leading with Passion and Purpose." If you think
that sounds innocuous or formulaic, you're right. My real focus tonight is on
passion--but there's no telling what kind of media attention we might have attracted
by announcing that WMU's president was going to delve into the topic of passion
in a public talk.
• My first goal tonight is to exhort each of you to find the work, mission or role
that makes you passionate. Find it, nurture it, channel that passion and let it direct
you and dictate the paths you choose to take. My second, goal and one that is
critical, is to convince you to learn to recognize and respect that same kind of
passionate commitment in others.
• For the sake of truth in advertising, though, let's first touch briefly on leadership.
For students of your commitment and caliber, leadership is a given. Each of you
has already proven to be a leader here on campus. We expect that as you move
through your professional careers and personal lives, many of you will lead
businesses, civic and professional organizations or political and social initiatives.
Some of you will prefer more solitary devotion to a discipline. Your leadership
will be evidenced through ground-breaking research and significant contributions
to the body of knowledge in your field.
• Leadership is the given. Passion and purpose are the tools you will need to be
effective, to make your work rewarding and give purpose to all you do. My wish
for each of you is that you find, very early in your careers, the kind of passion for a
discipline or a cause that will be all- consuming. A few of you may be lucky
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enough to have made that discovery already. Some people recognize it early-sometimes in a blinding flash of recognition akin to religious conversion.
Passion that sets a lifetime course
• Let me describe such a moment I heard recounted recently.
• July 1, 1939. In Washington, D.C., 13-year-old Rowan LeCompte
(LahCOEMPT) was on an architectural tour with a visiting aunt and he first saw
that city's National Cathedral, which was then under construction. The dark, halffinished Gothic cathedral he entered was illuminated only by the sun streaming
through a newly completed rose window that seemed to float in the darkness. To
add to the effect of the moment, an organist was playing Handel on a newly
installed organ.
In that moment, young Rowan experienced the blinding flash of having found his
calling--his passion. The young man who had an interest in architecture and
painting identified the cathedral and stained glass as the focal point of his being.
Much later in life--at 85--he still refers to that moment as his "second birthday."
• "I was stunned," he says. "It did change my life utterly. From that time on, I was
obsessed with it." He taught himself to work in stained glass. By 16, he had met
the cathedral architect and managed to pitch one of his own window designs to be
used in a small side chapel.
• Today, 71 years and 50 stained glass windows later, Rowan LeCompte is still at
it. He's just finishing what he says will be his last work--a replacement window for
one he created years ago that came to be known as "the black window"--one too
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dark, he believed, for his beloved cathedral. LeCompte's work in stained glass,
primarily at the National Cathedral, has been his signature accomplishment--his
passion.
• If you're thinking this was an actual religious conversion, think again. Although
the stained glass that is his passion is designed to uplift the viewer and illuminate
stories central to Christianity, that purpose is incidental to his work. It is the work
itself that is his passion and gives purpose to his life. It is the creative process that
has inspired him for more than 70 years. In fact, when asked recently if he believes
in God, he said simply, "I'm not sure. I believe in kindness and love…I worship
them, and if I'm worshipping God, then I'm delighted."
• Passion and purpose combined with a commitment to kindness--that's an
incredibly powerful recipe for a meaningful life.
Passion that comes more quietly
• Rowan LeCompte found his passion. It would make him a leader in his field and
someone who will leave a memorable body of work that will be enjoyed for
possibly centuries. He found that passion in a dramatic moment. For most of us,
though, the discovery comes more quietly. Think about when you first were certain
of the discipline or major you've embraced.
• Maybe you have not yet found that perfect fit--your life's purpose and passion.
Keep searching. When I graduated and took my first position as a high school
teacher, I had not yet found that perfect fit. I was close, I knew, but that feeling of
having a core mission eluded me. It was in my first teaching job that I began
working with a developmentally disabled student and became his advocate. I
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discovered I liked working with such students. I had a real knack for it and I could
make a difference in their lives.
• I wanted--needed--to learn more about the physical education needs of those with
disabilities. I had found the core passion that would carry me through graduate
school and set the direction for my professional career. Eventually, my passion for
that discipline led me deep into university life and into higher education
administration. Ultimately it brought me here to lead this University. But that
passion for working with people with disabilities has stayed with me and informed
my leadership style and the subsequent steps of my career.
• A bolt out of the blue or a slow realization that you've found a perfect fit---it
really doesn't matter how you discover it. It only matters that you find that purpose
and passion, and allow it to become a priority and inspiration in your life’s work.
With purpose and passion, you are destined to be leaders—in your workplace, in
your families and in your communities.
When passions collide
• There's an important wrinkle for you to consider once you have found the passion
and purpose that will guide your professional and personal life. It is simply this:
Other people have found their passions as well and the truth they hold dear--the
beliefs that give their lives purpose--may be in direct conflict with yours.
• If there's one thing I hope you have learned during your time here at Western
Michigan University it is this: People can disagree. People can disagree
vehemently. But when we disagree, we must always treat each other with respect.
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And we must acknowledge the right of others to express opinions and beliefs at
odds with our own. And we must listen to each other.
• This may be the critical message for young people of our time. As evidenced by
the past few days of political discourse in our nation, we've not set a good example
for you. What passes for debate and a fair hearing of opposing opinions and
passions today is more like a shouting match--often one dripping with sarcasm and
poorly concealed contempt and sometimes even something more dangerous.
• An invitation to talk or a willingness to listen does not constitute an endorsement.
It is a signal of the strength of your own convictions and your willingness to pit
your convictions against all comers. There may be no "winner" when such talks
occur, but the level of discourse and civility in our society will surely improve.
• Michigan's former governor William Milliken recently commented on exactly
this situation when he said. "One thing I learned long ago is that raising the level of
your voice does not raise the level of the discussion."
• The challenge I give to each of you tonight is twofold:
-First, find what is true and right for you and hold fast to what you know is right.
-Second, commit yourself to respect the passionately-held positions of others. Hear
them out with respect and civility even when you passionately disagree.
• Your ability to do those two things will give you strength, purpose, wisdom and a
lot of really interesting conversations. It will allow you to lead others and lead
them well.
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Closing
Let me close by reminding you once again of the passion and the devotion to
kindness and civility that has served Rowan LeCompte for more than 70 years
through good times and bad. It was that kind of passion I believe Elisabeth Kubler
Ross described when she said.
“People are like stained-glass windows. They sparkle and shine when the sun is
out, but when the darkness sets in, their true beauty is revealed only if there is a
light from within.” (Elisabeth Kubler-Ross Swiss-American psychiatrist and
author)
Let your passion be the light within that illuminates your path and makes the
community you serve a better place. We'll be watching you with pride.
Thank you.
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